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This is the story of O’Brien, a man who fell in love with a gun...
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"You mean you ain't never eat no roast possum and 
pokeweed greens?" 
"No." 
"Roy, you been brung up wrong. I suppose you never 
had any coon and collards either?" 
"I 'm afraid not." 
"Young folks sure miss out on a lot of things nowadays. 
Like that shindig, last night. I didn't see you there." 
"I couldn't make it, Al. How was it?" 
"Boy, it was a sight on earth." Al waved his sandwich 
in a long arc and widened the grin on his face. "They was 
a hundred and forty-three men and sixteen women there, 
and every one of 'em was drunk. Tha t big fat Mrs. Lucas 
was there a-dancin' with everybody. She had on a pair of 
slacks, and you shoulda seen her from the rear. Looked like 
two tomcats fightin' in a gunny sack." The concrete crew 
roared with laughter. 
Al pulled the last piece of food out of his sack. It was a 
small, dried up piece of cake. "Now ain't that awful?" said 
Al with mock indignation. I think I'll take this back to 
that cook and ask him if he's sure he can spare it." 
Al leaned back, took a dip of snuff, bit off a chew of: 
tobacco, and lit a cigarette. He was a happy Arky. 
—Torn Vernon, Sci. Jr. 
TWENTY MILLIMETER 
H T H I S IS the story of O'Brien, a man who fell in love with 
-"- a gun. He was an armed-guard gunner on one of the 
merchant ships I rode during the war; the gun was a twenty-
millimeter Oerlikon anti-aircraft machine cannon. His love 
was as strong as any love a man ever had for a woman, but it 
was a love based on the act of destruction, not the act of crea-
tion. He lived to destroy enemy aircraft—a killing the most 
removed from the physical that any destruction can be. 
There is no distasteful blood or screaming. 
I signed on the S. S. Cape Verde in 'Frisco, a fast freighter 
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of the Sea Witch type, a good kind of ship. There was a ru-
mor that we were to supply a new invasion beach-head. It 
seemed valid because the gun crew was hot. Tha t is, they 
were men picked for bravery, skill and experience. But at 
this time, there wasn't likely to be too much air opposition. 
We were four or five days out of 'Frisco and about a thou-
sand miles north of the Hawaiian Islands. I was off watch 
lying on my bunk reading. Someone knocked, and the Nor-
wegian second mate stuck his head in. "Gun practice, Sparks. 
Want to watch?" 
I thanked him and said I'd be right up. I was still a little 
bomb-happy from the last trip, and the sound of the guns 
going off without warning even that far from the war zone, 
would have really set me off. 
When I climbed up to the bridge, the Navy officer was 
there with the talker. He wore a full beard, a pair of Marine 
trousers, sandals, and no shirt. He had a forty-five strapped 
around his waist. He looked like an ex-life-insurance sales-
man going to a masquerade, and he had been an insurance 
salesman about two years before. 
I walked over. "Hi, Insane, think your boys can hit any-
thing?" 
He looked up and grinned. This was his first trip; I had 
two trips under my belt and was still a punk kid. We'd had 
words about who was supposed to run the radio shack and I'd 
had the best of the argument, in spite of his gold braid. He 
was a good guy, but he'd never come up against a merchant 
crew before. 
"Sure, Sparkplug, I've got one guy that can pick the eyes 
out of a seagull at a thousand yards. That 's O'Brien, that 
twenty forward on the starboard side. He got three Bettys at 
Guadalcanal." 
I looked forward. The gun crew was at general quarters. 
O'Brien was strapped to his gun, slouching at his post, chew-
ing gum. His loader held a drum of ammunition balanced 
on the ready-box. He didn' t look impressive—a short man, 
quite young, with a perfectly blank face, buck teeth, sand 
colored hair, and big ears. 
The starboard twenties were going to fire first. A couple 
of sailors were inflating a large black balloon. When they had 
December, 1950 29 
finished, the Ensign gave an order and the balloon drifted 
outward along the track of the ship. "Stand by," the Ensign 
barked to the talker, who repeated into the battle phones. 
When the order to stand by had been given, O'Brien had 
come alive behind his gun. He straightened and leaned into 
the gun until it seemed to become a part of him. The long 
barrel of the twenty followed the balloon's course like a live 
thing. 
When the balloon had drifted about three hundred yards 
from the ship, the Ensign gave the order to fire. 
O'Brien fired first, a short burst that passed just over the 
balloon. T h e other guys opened up and I could see their 
tracers going wide. Before they could fire again, O'Brien 
exploded the balloon with another short burst. Not more 
than three rounds. 
I looked at the gunnery officer. "Christ, Mister Johnson, 
nobody can handle a twenty that good." 
He grinned but he looked amazed. "Let's send up another 
balloon." 
T h e second balloon drifted a little farther out. This 
time O'Brien fired before the order was quite finished. He 
got the balloon with one burst, before another gun fired. 
It was the best shooting I had ever seen. A balloon is not 
easy to hit, and a twenty is not an easy gun to handle. There 
was something superhuman about O'Brien's shooting. He 
was too sure and too accurate. 
Not long after that, I was walking out on deck taking the 
sunshine when I saw O'Brien and his loader up in the gun 
tub working with the gun. I climbed up to watch. O'Brien 
had the gun spread all over a blanket on the ready box 
cleaning it. T h e loader was lounging against the side of the 
gun tub, smoking. He looked up and grinned, "Hi , Sparks, 
working hard?" 
"No, how about you?" 
"Hell, no, O'Brien won't let anybody touch his baby ex-
cept him. He's really hot for that weapon." 
O'Brien just kept on cleaning and oiling the parts of the 
gun. It was weird to watch. He was performing a rite. His 
hands seemed to actually blend with the metal of the gun. He 
used just the right amount of oil on each part. T h e regula-
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tions for taking care of the guns were rigid, and each was 
spotlessly clean and shining, but this one was unique. It was 
too clean. It seemed alive, eager and ready. 
I spoke to O'Brien, "Nice shooting the other day." 
He looked at me and smiled, childlike, like a baby or an 
idiot. He turned back to the gun and kept on working. 
"O'Brien doesn't talk much," the loader said. He winked 
at me. "They pulled him out of the Kentucky mountains 
when he was sixteen, and all they ever learned him was how 
to shoot. Tha t right, O'Brien?" 
O'Brien didn't say anything and the loader shrugged. 
"The only words I ever heard him say was 'Keep the hell 
away from my gun.' He said that to the gunner's mate the 
first day aboard." 
I changed the subject. "Heard the mate say we might go 
down to Aussie and oil up . " 
"No kiddin'. Oh happpy day. Lead me to those Aussie 
women!" 
We traded lies about women for about fifteen minutes 
and then the loader turned to O'Brien. "Want to go to Aus-
sie, Killer? Want to see some Aussie women and drink some 
Aussie beer?" 
O'Brien didn't even look up, and the loader got a little 
mad. "Gosh almighty, I should have known better. All you 
care about it shooting people with that goddamn gun!" 
O'Brien whirled and looked at the loader. T h e loader 
glared back and then looked down. O'Brien went back to 
his work as if nothing had happened. 
I got up. "Well, about time for my watch. Guess I'll go up 
and be the ears of the ship for awhile." 
The loader grinned, "Sure, Sparks, take it easy. If any 
seagulls attack, me and killer'll shoot 'em down." 
We didn't hit Australia that trip but went right on over 
to the beach-head. It was a big island the Jap planes from up 
north raided it occasionally. They didn' t do much damage 
but they kept everyone nervous. They kept high and the 
ships in our anchorage never opened up on them. 
It was about three o'clock in the afternoon when it hap-
pened. The sky was overcast down to about three hundred 
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feet and it was raining. We had had our first serious raid the 
night before. Five or six bombers had come over and dumped 
their loads. It was quick and we hadn't had a chance to fire 
much. They got one ship but that was all. 
T h e gun crew was manning the guns and everyone was 
nervous and trigger happy. Radar must have picked up some 
aircraft and the area was alerted. 
Everything happened suddenly, not more than a minute 
from beginning to end. There was the sound of engines 
above the sound of the rain, and suddenly three planes 
dived through the overcast and roared down the line of 
anchored ships toward our vessel, about a hundred feet 
high and flying at high speed. 1 was caught up on the bow, 
and as I saw lights blinking from their wings I though, "Oh, 
my God, they're strafing." 
On another ship a gun opened up, and then a couple 
more, and you could hear the hydraulic hammer sound of 
twenty millimeters and see the tracers looping out in long 
flying dotted lines of fire. The tracers were falling behind 
the aircraft and not making any hits that I could see. 
As the planes got closer, I could see stars on their wings 
but I thought it was probably a Jap trick. I could hear the 
gunnery officer bellowing to hold fire and then one of our 
guns opened up. It was O'Brien. He was firing broadside at 
the first plane now7 passing us on the starboard side. He 
leaned into the gun, his face radiant, and fired a whole 
drum without stopping. I could see his tracers stitching the 
plane. Nothing happened for a second. The plane flew 
on in a straight line, then it suddenly zoomed into the over-
cast. There was a long moment and then it came tumbling 
out again and crashed into the sea. There wasn't much of 
a splash. It went almost straight in and disappeared. Not 
even an oil patch or a piece of wreckage. The other two 
planes got clear, I think. 
A parachute floated down. Someone was yelling hoarsely 
and insanely, "Kill 'm. Kill 'm again. Kill him. Kill him," 
over and over again. 
O'Brien must have been completely crazy. I heard his 
twenty pound again and the tracers flashed toward the 
32 Sketch 
'chute. The parachute started burning and then collapsed 
and the man in it dropped several hundred feet into the 
water. It seemed to take such a long time for him to fall. 
I could hear the splash as he hit. It sounded loud and 
brutal like someone slapping you across the mouth. 
I tried to reach a cigarette but my hands were shaking 
uncontrollably. A blinker started flashing on the destroyer 
down the beach and I managed to pick out a few words. 
" A L L S H I P S F-R-I-E-N-D-L-Y I-N-
E-X-C-U-S-A-B-L-E." 
I ran back to the bridge. T h e gunnery officer was scream-
ing curses, and tears ran down his cheeks. When he called 
for O'Brien, I left the bridge and walked down to the 
mess room—as far away as I could get. 
Three weeks later, we headed back to the States. One 
bright hot day, when the sea was smooth as plate glass, 
I came out of the mid-ship housing and walked forward. 
I saw O'Brien's loader staring down at the deck. I walked 
over and sat down beside him. "Hi-ya, Sparks." 
"Hi ." 
We sat for awhile, and then I asked, "How's O'Brien?" 
He shrugged. "About the same. He just lies there staring. 
Once in awhile he cries, just like he cried when the gunnery 
officer told him he'd never fire another gun. All that time 
he had stood there taking it while the gunnery officer called 
him every name under the sun. Told him he'd murdered 
our own people and he never batted an eyelash; then when 
he told him he'd never touch a gun again, he just sagged 
down on the deck and started bawling, like a little kid. 
Like a baby." 
He stared down at the deck again. 
"What do you think they'll do to him?" 
He shrugged. "What can they do? They can't court 
martial him. The guy's completely psycho. Maybe the brain 
doctors can help him." 
I doubt if they ever did, though. They couldn't give 
him back his gun. They couldn't give him back his sweet-
heart. 
—Donald Hendrickson, Set. Sr. 
